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Cen'} Wm. Walker
BY JOHN HOUGHTON ALLEN

GEN'L WM. WALKER was how he signed himself to The War
in Nicaragua, published in Mobile, 1860, largely to recruit filibusterers for his last and disastrous adventure in Central America-for
the grey-eyed man of destiny was a scholar and gentleman, and left
his own testament, written fluently and with a certain style like
Caesar's Commentaries in the exalted third person.
,
In the old daguerreotypes he looks like a brigand, but Wallcer was
nevertheless the greatest soldier-of-fortune of them all. He l~ved in
the golden age of filibusterism, when the young nation went adventuring, and men believed in Manifest Destiny. Filibusterism was not
exactly honorable, but it appealed to the imagination, and in a lefthanded way was even patriotic. It was lansi hunger and greed and
glamor and restlessness, but all that was required of the venture was
success: the morality being, then as now, not to be caught about it.
The poets were chauvinistic and Joaquin Miller wrote an heroic
poem to Walker, whom no man understood, true as steel, or a star,
, and brave as Yuba's grizzlies are-a presence like a chevalier, but
Walker did not look like a hero. He was such a .Jittle man, weighing
hardly more than a hundred pounds, homely and shy and reticent,
stuffy, with a sick complexion and grey eyes that both fascinated and
repelled.
I He had an indomitable will and certain lofty ambitions and a misdirected genius. He was born -in Tennessee, of Scots ancestry, and
puritanically raised, like so many of the ruthless self-believers. As a
child he was refined, intelligent, devoted to his mother. He was precocious, graduating from the University of Nashville at fourteen, and
receiving his M.D. at Pennsylvania before he was twenty.. He con~
tinued his studies in Paris, but not being inclined to medicine, he
returned to this country and studied l~w and was admitted to the bar
in New Orleans.

I
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These professions had their uses in his career, because his military
. hospitals were better than average, and his governments sensible, patterned after the Napoleonic Code. However, he was an unsuccessful
lawyer, and became a journalist, in the best tradition of those who
fail at everything else. It is significant that while in New Orleans this
greatest filibusterer-to-be was against popular meddling in Cuba, and
once horsewhipped the editor of a Spanish-American newspaper.
It was in New Orleans that Walker fell in love, and the rest of his
young life was to be frustrated-he was about thirty when it ended
before a firing squad-and he was to be chaste, austere, with a secret
grief. In the finest and Southern romantic fashion he suffered a
resolved melancholy. His lady love had been deaf, and this studious
. serious little man had learned sign language to converse with her, but
she died of the yellow fever. Thereafter, Walker became reckless in
. his habits.
•
In 1850 he moved to California, where he had brief troubled
careers in law and journalism, and several duels. In court Walker the
lawyer pften defended Walker the editor, and his acquittals were
acclaimed by demonstrations in the streets, for he was popular with
the pu~lic: a brillia~t speaker, sharp and not profound, subtle and
unconvincing, given to rhetoric and ready patriotism and uncommon
fervor, the ideal demagogue.
Filibustering was in its springtime.
Alex Bell had just returned from Ecuador. The Marquis de Pindray
and the Count Gaston Rasousset-Boulbon had been sending expeditions to Sonora which, however, ended in fiascos. Nor was Walker's I
first attempt at filibustering auspicious. He did succeed in lowering the
Mexican flag in LaPaz, and declaring Baja California part of his
projected Republic of, Sonora, so that the Mexicans had been surprised
and were heard to say that Walker might as well have declared all
Mexico, and this would have saved him the trouble of making pronunciamentos in the future. For Walker never got to Sonora.
Ostensibly, his intention had been to establish a military colony
there, not necessarily hostile to Mexico, with a mind to protect the
helpless citizens from marauding Apaches, whether Sonora approved
or not. Walker honestly believed anybody who could settle and bring
peace to that territory had a right to it in the name of humanity. He
deplored the corrupt Mexican politics, the cowardly garrisons. He
pointed gravely at the mines abandoned, the haciendas laid waste, the
monasteries roofless in ruins, the natives rflapsed into ignoble savagery.
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In fact, Walker rationalized, making his invasion ethical, the motive
pure, like an enlightened nation prepared to exploit and colonize a
backward country anywhere,1or its own good.
With forty-six men, the dregs of the Barbary Coast, which San
Francisco felt well rid of, Walker sailed to Ensenada. He established a
base there and conQnued to La Paz, and finding it defenceless, he
proclaimed the entire peninsula part of Sonora. It must have struck
the Mexicans as comic, for at first they did nothing: they regarded
him as a madman. Walker's very appearance was disarming. The sight
of this tiny man with the light hair and almost pupilless eyes, the face
a mass of yellow freckles, the expression melancholy, the clothing anything but military.:....;ill~madepantaloons without straps and a' blue coat
and white fur hat in this tropical climate-was preposterous.
The invaded town refused to take him seriously, not even when he
made speeches, and appointed cabinet ministers and army and naval
officers in earnest from among his social misfits, but when the good
citizens of La Paz heard two hundred recruits had landed at Ensenada,
they became alarmed and straightaway drove Walker and the ,filibusterers out. The brave little army retired to Ensenada to fight another
I day, but here there were nothing but desertions, because the recruits
had come expecting to find the peninsula another Canaan, and were
rocked by, astounded at, the actual hideousness of this ugly land, its
aridity and miserable climate.
The mountains were like gutted quarries, the coast$ bare with no
water to drink. There was desert everywhere, and on the islands, cannibals; so that many of the filibusterers were glad to go home, willingly
, relinquishing the high honors and appointments they were offered in
the Republic of Sonora.
,
Walker resorted to executions and floggings,. but ~half the recruits
deserted. Then undismayed, leaving a small detachment at Ensenada
"to hold the country," Walker with a hundred men made a toilsome
march through the desert to the Colorado River and arrived at the
boundaries of Sonora with the force decimated by fever and fatigue
and desertion to a mere thirty-five. They were few, but Walker called
each man a hero. He addressed them in noble language. Some Germans who had brought their musical instruments tried martial airs.
But these heroes looked across the Colorado River and seeing Sonora
was ugly and desolated as the peninsula, no amount of persuasion
could prevail upon them to go farther.
They turned back in despair towards Ensenada, they were starved,
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feverish, in rags, with their feet bleeding, and harassed by bandits, for
Walker had made the mistake of requisitioning cattle belonging to the
robber Melendrez, and Melendrez, if not exactly patriotic, was highly
indignant, and wanted thes~freebooters out of\the country. He had
killed all the garrison at Ensenada, so Walker had no alternative except to retreat to the border, with Melendrez and his horsemen literally driving them back into the United States. All in all, it had been
impolitic to requisition the cattle of Melendrez, and Walker was not
to make another such mistake until he ran afoul of Commodore
Vanderbilt, in Nicaragua.
However, he was the hero of the hour upon his return to San
Francisco and resolved on another expedition, but was now prevailed
upon to give up the idea of Sonora and devote his highminded ideals
and talents to the prostrate country of Nicaragua. It was suffering
anarchy and fairly crying for the liberator. In six years it had had six·
teen presidents, for in Nicaragua everybody wanted to get his hands
on the Customs and kill all his enemies.
Nicaragua was badly in need of regeneration: it wanted rescuing
from its backwardness and disorder, and Walker was not one to turn
down an appeal to chivalry, although he lived in a time when chivalry
was largely dead.
There were filibusterers in Nicaragua already, on both sides. C. W.
Doubleday on the Liberal, and Major Dorse, whom Doubleday called
a scoundrel, on the Legitimist. Still, Doubleday had been touched
when Major Dorse was killed, for he died gallantly of three wounds,
meanwhile firing a burst into Doubleday's lines. Also on the Liberal I
side was General Mariano Mendez, a Mexican soldier-of-fortune, very I
ferocious, in charge of lancers and arquebusiers, of whom the Legitimists were afraid before ever he arrived to blow on the walls of their
towns.
Walker's filibusterers were mostly mountain men, and arriving from
California they were given triumphal welcomes with grandiloquent
speeches and the clanging of all the churchbells and the braying of
brass bands, and in every town they got drunk. They were fifty-eight
in all, later called the Immortals, and they practically were: stout
hearts like Achilles Kewen, who had fought with L6pez in Cuba and
was Walker's second in command, and Timothy Crocker, a fairhaired
boy, by far the bravest that Walker had in Baja California, who was
commissioned a Major, and Hornsby a veteran of the Mexican War,
as Captain.
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They joined the Liberal side 'and were known as the American
Falange. They always had the position of honor, leading the attack
or covering the retreat in every battle, and some were killed: others
who did not fall were to die more slowly of wounds and gangrene and
bad whiskey and Asiatic cholera. The plague came from the habit of
insanitation, of leaving the dead unburied, for great heaps were executed after every town fell and left outside the walls for the buzzards.

THE LmERAL COMMANDER MUNOZ, an ignbrant and vainglorious Honduranean, very black, with the manners of a petit Napoleon, -now let
Walker have a few lancers under Mendez and one hundred unenterprising native auxiliaries under Doubleday and told the Americans to
take Rivas.
The Legitimists, whom Walker called a rabble, were commanded
by General Santos Guardiola from Guatemala-in Nicaragua everyboon had a finger in the pie-who laid waste in the country like a
spoiled child, and was even more terrible than Mariano Mendez, and
Walker had appealed to the Fal~n
e against his inhumanity.
The filibusterers embarked 0 heir tiny ship the Vesta to ,San ~
del Sur, where they landed and ot lost in the forest. They were
drenched by torrents of rain, and emerged wild and rigged, looking
like buccaneers, but the Falange moved into Rivas at a quickstep. The
auxiliaries were supposed to follow, and cover the rear and flanks of
the attack, so the Falange charged boldly, unsuspecting, driving the
Legitimists before them. However, the auxiliaries fell away and the
cavalry did not show, and the handful of Americans found themselves
pinned down by a most determined fire near the plaza. Heavy cannon
were brought to bear on them, and they had to, fight their way out of
this trap, leaving their wounded behind in the cathedral, but these
Guardiola had dragged out and tied to stakes and burned alive, making
a fine auto-da-fe.
Eighteen of the Immortals had been killed. Major Crocker among
them, bleeding from a shattered jaw, with one arm useless, but urging
on his men to the last. Colonel Kewen was also killed, with a bullet
in the lung, smiling as he died. Doubleday, who had left his cowardly
auxiliaries and joined the Falange, was shot in the' temple but lived,'
and two other officers were seriously wounded.
The broken little army had to retreat to fhe coast, with every village
closed and shuttered against them. Walker was grieved by his losses
and disgruntled by the perfidy of the Liberals. He sulked flboard the
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vessel Vesta, threatening to withdraw from the country, but Munoz
was providentially killed at this time, and Walker was made supreme
commander.
A few: recruits arrived, among them a fine Prussian officer, Bruno
von Natzmer. Walker discharged the native auxiliaries, and waited
outside Le6n for reinforcements from California. Nothing tries the
firmness of freelance soldiers so much as inaction and many of the Immortals threatened to desert, so that 'Walker had to harangue them,
assuring them they were the precursors of a noble movement destined
to affect materially themselves and all Central America and the world.
About this time there broke out a rash of dueling among the hotheaded officers, which Walker effectively put a stop to by issuing an
order that whoever survived in these affairs of honor would summarily
be shot, or both parties if they lived.
Cholera spread in the camp and Walker, wanting to be nearer the
isthmus and communications with California, moved the Falange
back to San Juan del Sur.
Guardiola in Rivas with five hundred men prepared an attack that
would drive the filibusterers into the sea. Walker marched to meet
him with his Falangists and General Mendez with 120 native cavalry,
but the Liberals were taken at Virgen Bay in a surprisingly unfavorable position, being attacked with their back to the bay, with front
and flanks exposed. However, the Falange mowed down the enemy
with deadly rifle fire.
The enemy was drunk with aguardiente-after the battle the field
was strewn with empty demijohns, like cannonballs which had
missed their mark-and pressed by their own cavalry, but they could
not defeat the fifty American rifllemen. Upwards of a hundred Legitimists were killed and many left wounded as Guardiola fled, but these
were treated humanely by Walker, mucQ. to their surprise, and that of
Mendez who wanted to slaughter everybody.
Guardiola resigned his command to General Corral, and withdrew
to Honduras where he started another revolution and became President. Legitimists came over to Walker's side, who now found himself
popular with these fickle people because of his merCy to prisoners, and
because he kept his native auxiliaries from looting and murder. Nor
did Walker use the customary impressment, so generally his native
troops were reliable.
Reinforcements arrived until the Falange numbered one hundred
Americans: Colonel Gilham, a veteran of Baja California, who had

I
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lost a leg in that campaign, arrived breathing fire, along with two excellent officers, Brewster and Davidson. However, Doubleday resigned,
and was only to return when all was lost and Walker needed him.
Doubleday had begun to suspect Walker of self-seeking, and Walker
also lost Mendez, whom he had to dismiss because Mendez was rustling all the cattle, and his offences and cruelty and petty peculations
were intolerable. Mendez had gone over to the Legitimists rather sadly,
saying he could never understand Walker.
,
Walker tried to make a truce with Corral, who would not parley, so
Walker seized the steamship La Virgen and crossed the lake of Nicaragua with his Falange and in the dead of night took the city of Granada.
It was a successful action, with one native killed and he a Legitimist
drummerboy, which caused a contretemps, for Norris, who did this
for the Falange, asked to be excused in the future because, as he whimsically complained, in every museum, the battlescenes he encountered
were the same-there were always the broken cannon and dead horses
and the general riding cockhorse and only the drummerboy lay dead
in the foreground, and this resignation Walker just as whimsically
accepted. . . .
GRANADA was pleasantly surprised to find the filibusterers orderly and disciplined. Walker released political prisoners
who joined the Liberals. The Legitimists feared the reprisals of the
Liberals a great deal more than they did any action of the Falange,
and Walker now issued manifestos, asking for justice and that the
Americans be allowed to remain as citizens. His proposal was accepted
enthusiastically, and Walker to his amazement found that a good
pronunciamento, full of bombast and vacuity, could have more effect
on these mercurial people than a dozen battles, although on the other
hand he observed that one day the people hollered viva the Americanos, and the next they might just as loudly viva for the other side.
Father Vigil, a powerful priest,oalso had been won by Walker's·
moderation. Walker was a reactionary, which conciliated the Legitimists. His defeat of Gu¥diola and' the painless capture of Granada
had made him the hero of Nicaragua. Recruits kept arriving, sixty in
one lot under Colonel Birkett Fry.
General Corral and Walker met in Granada and fell into each
other's arms, with the women and children smiling through their tears,
and a Te Deum was sung in the cathedral. A new government was
fonned with a figurehead president, Corral Secretary of War, and-

THE POPULACE OF
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Walker Complander of the Army, and officials were appointed from
both Liberal and ,Legitimists parties. It looked like a happy coalition,
but Corral, true to form and almost immediately, conspired against
Walker and called privily on Honduras and Guatemala to help expel
the invaders, as a patriotic duty, and proof of this treason being produced at the court-martial, Walker reluctantly had him executed, for
then Corral became a martyr.
However, Walker's general moderation became the fashion, and to
keep the Roman peace, and largely at the instigation of Walker, the
president decreed more colonization by Americans, until there were
twelve hundred citizens of the United States in Nicaragua and all in
the army. Great Britain had not been alarmed at his success as yet, and·
the United States looked the other direction. All might have gone well
if Walker had not fallen afoul of Commodore Vanderbilt, who owned
the powerful Transit Line across the isthmus, with ships on both
oceans.
The Commodore had his own code of ethics. He even supported
Walker under the table, and when the new government, also at
Wal~er's instigation, demanded that the Company pay what it owed
Nicaragua, or have its contract annulled-Vanderbilt had been in·
_ dignant. In his books it was a definite doublecross, and the Commodore was a most vindictive man.
Walker was brave, uncompromising, and later stood off the com·
bined armies of Central America, he defied Great Britain consistently,
and would not back down from the United States, but he made the
gravest mistake of his life when he tangled with Vanderbilt-a man so
powerful that even the United States came hat in hand to borrow
money from him-for it was to be the revenge of this single capitalist
to scuttle Walker's dream of a Latin American Empire.
Walker had facts on his side, justice, poetry, the opinion of juristsadornments of the California bar, in a day when learning, eloquence
and logic were more important than they are in these degenerate times
and molded legislation which benefited society and was not the
evanescent law born of party passion and unpure interest-and Walker
had shown that the Transit Company had forfeited its contract by not
building a canal, or a highway, or any railroad, and that for six years it
had not made a payment. But all this was beside the point, for Walker
had most certainly been impolitic in having its charter revoked, and
most certainly should have left Vanderbilt alone.
V~nderbilt appealed to Congress, but smilingly the United States
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pointed out, as he had pointed out to them so often when he wanted to
violate any treaty or the neutrality laws, that the' Company, was a
Nicaraguan corporation and for him to go to Nicaragua for redress.
Vanderbilt then called upon the Nicaraguans to sustain his octopus,
warning that in ridding themselves of the Transit Line, they were delivering Nicaragua to Walker, the pot calling the kettle black.
When he could not start a revolution in Nicaragua, he turned in
fury to Costa Rica, which he began arming for an invasion of Nicaragua, and in this little enterprise Vanderbilt was backed by Great
Britain, now alarmed at the fantastic success of Walker. Great Britain'
was in favor of the status quo, and Walker cut in on its dividends, and
there is nothing the English will fight for like money.
The opera-bouffe country of Costa Rica, that never had a war, we~t
forth mouthing brave' words, and marched to Guanacaste, where they
met and engaged Schlesinger with five hundred filibusterers, but these
were not the calibre of the Californians, being mostly French and
German, and they were decisively defeated by three thousand effete
Costa Ricans. Walker was so disgusted that he demobilized all the
Europeans from his army and had Schlesinger courtmartialed for
neglect of duty, ignorance of command, cowardice in presence of the
enemy and, when Schlesinger escaped, for desertion.
Then Walker set about repairing this appalling loss of face. He
paraaed his filibusterers in Rivas and addressed them, endeavouring to
show the moral grandeur of their position: how they stood alone,
without support or sympathy from the United States, oppose~ by
Great Britain and formidable private interests, maligned and betrayed
and inveighed against by many of the very people they liberated, and
with the proper rodomontade told them they had to choose between
basely yielding up their rights, or nobly dying for their adopted coun-

try.
Walker did not seek to hide the peril, with the Costa Ricans advancing on Rivas, Guatemala and El Salvador at last having declared
war and approaching Leon, Honduras-joining the Confederation also,
and the Legitimists under the traitor Mendez allied with the invaders
-all upon the sacred soil of Nicaragua, alienating the sympathies of
the people, demanding that the filibusterers be turned over to them,
and that every patriot arise against these oppressors (although a few
Nicaraguans went over to them and those among the bourgeoisie, the
chronically treasonable, those that wore shoes) .
Walker inspirited the filibusterers, calling upon all true men, and

I

I

Published by UNM Digital Repository, 1967

9

1

,.1

New Mexico Quarterly, Vol. 37 [1967], Iss. 3, Art. 3

220

JOHN HOUGHTON ALLEN

allowing the Costa Ricans to enter Rivas, he then attacked with all
his forces. Colonel Sanders with four companies of California Rifles
entered .north of the plaza, Brewster with three companies to the
South, and von Natzmer moved up with the reserves. At first all succeeded, but the Falange was stopped short of the plaza by a very gal·
ling fire of sharpshooters, pinned down and defeated by the same
Europeans whom Walker had dismissed from his army after the
disaster in Guanacaste, for these low mercenaries had found it just as
profitable to fight for Costa Rica. They eventually worked to the rear
of the Falang~ and set fire to all the buildings so that Walker had to
withdraw from Rivas.
The seriously wounded were left in a church near the altar for
sanctuary, but these unfortunates were nonetheless dragged away and
shot like dogs in the plaza. It is a matter of record that the atrocities
in this Elibusterers' war were all committed by the little Central
Americans, with the exception of the burning of Granada, and that
was in a military fashion. And significant, that when cholera broke out
in· the enemy camp and the brave Costa Ricans decided to withdraw
from their first campaign against these fiends and monsters, they left
their own sick and wounded to the tender mercies of Walker who
treated them humanely and according to the articles of civilized warfare.
Nominally, it was a Costa Rican victory, although in the battle only
fifty-eight of the Falange were killed and sixty-two wound~d, while
above four~undred Costa Ricans and mercenaries were slain and as
many wou ed. There was no need for another battle, for due to the
unsanitary abit of Latin American armies not burying the dead,
cholera struck in Rivas and spread fiercely, with mortalities so frightful the Costa Ricans abandoned Rivas and withdrew into their own
country, carrying the plague with them.
WALKER RETURNED TO LE6N in triumph, where the filibusterers were
greeted in the most enthusiastic manner, with brass bands and bells
ringing and -speeches. Flowers were strewn at their feet as if it were a
victorious army. Minstrels sang the praises of Generalisimo Walker.
Fiestas were
, held, tears of gratitude shed. The people all hollered viva,
but meanwhile the figurehead president in Le6n and his cabinet were
busily betra}1ng Nicaragua to the Allies.
No sooner had Walker and his Falange withdrawn to the south
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than the whole province of Le6n declared against him and his renegades and vivaed for Guatemala and Honduras and EI Salvador.
Walker, grieved at this treachery, dissolved the Liberal government,
held a free election and made himself president. It was a perfectly
honest election because nobody ran against him.
The Nicaraguans began to stir uneasily: Walker was an honest man,
and to them that was ~ most dangerous kind of fanatic. All Central
America had come up against an incomprehensible situation, which
they were not sure they could become accustomed to: they saw desolate prospects of peace, with everybody's private appetites and personal retributions curbed, and there would be no fun when it was no
longer possible for a defeated candidate to declare a revolution over
the weekend.
Still, the filibusterers were no worse than their new liberators, the
drunken Guatemalans and the rabble from Honduras and the element
from EI Salvador and the pestilential Costa Ricans.
General Ram6n Belloso of EI Salvador was honorary commander
of the Allies, but General Paredes of Guatemala, who was a Spaniard
of the pure blood, refused to take orders from this mestizo and operated independently, while Mendez looted and terrorized Le6n gratuitously, so that the Nicaraguans were very unhappy.
Walker went about strengthening. his government, nor was he one
lightly to believe in the theories of democracy. His republic was mili- .
tary, nor were his men dying gloriously in battle, gasping out life from
the evil effects of typhus, convulsed in the agonies of cholera, or making other sacrifices for liberty, just to put in practice a form of government that would be abused and malpracticed by a backward and
degenerate people.
.
Walker was pro-slavery, and his first act as President had been to
legalize it, and this in a country where most of the population had a
touch of the tarbrush. But slavery was not uncommon at the time,
and half the United States believed in it.
Walker's laws and decrees were published in both English and
Spanish, for the Americans did not take the trouble to learn the language of their adopted country. Walker did have a bodyguard that·
was bilingual, for convenience, but they were Cubans, and what they
spoke has never been regarded as Spanish, even in Central America.
But Walker had a motive in flattering the Cubans because he intended later, when he conquered Central America and an~exed Mex-'
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ico, and allowed the Southern States, when they eventually seceded,
to join his pro-slavery Caribbean empire, to take Cuba from Spain,
and kick Gteat Britain, for her sins, out of the Indies altogether.
Walker had always wanted a navy, as far back as Baja California,
so he confiscated a schooner that belonged to the dissolved government in ~e6n and made Lt. Callender Irvine Fayssoux, who had
seryed in the grand navy of the Republic of Texas, its commander.
1,1ie ship was rechristened the Granada and men from among the 1m·
morta!s detailed as sailors. Lt. Fayssoux received orders to cruise in
the Gulf of Fonseca, discourage support by sea to the Allies in Le6n,
, take captives and intercept important messages arid make shipshape
reports directly to President Walker.

I

IT WAS NOW SEPTEMBER 1857 and the Falange consisted of two bat·
talions of Rifles, the light Infantry, the mounted Rangers, and.a small
artillery under Captain Schwartz, about eight hundred in all. Opposed to this American Phalanx, as it was now called, were twenty
three hundred Allies, together with various traitorous detachments of
Leonnese under the butcher Mendez. Costa Rica was temporarily
hors de combat, but the Allies were determined to get Walker out ot
Central America anyway.
Walker allowed them to gather in force and then struck the Allies
in Masaya on October 11, intending to destroy and demoralize the
enemy at one blow. But while the attack went successfully, nine
hundred free-lancing Guatemalans took the loyal city of Granada. ,
Colonel Fry and two hundred sick and wounded had been left to .
defend it, so Walker was constrained to pull his attack on Masaya to
retake Granada, literally driving the drunken Guatemalans out of its
streets.
At this time, providentially, when he needed a' genuine soldier mos~
Walker was ioined by the ablest soldier-of-fortune in the business,
Colonel C. F. Henningsen, who had been in the Carlist Wars, in
Russia with the Tsar, in the suite of the Hungarian patriot Kossuth,
and the British Army. Walker put him in supreme command, much
to the resentment of his rough and ready colonels, whose principal
ideas of military tactics was taking the plaza and leading troops in person, but soon his efficiency was felt in every organization of the
American Phalanx.
Costa Rica had returned to the fray, for Vanderbilt was not paying
them for nothing, and threatened the highway of filibusterism, which
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was the Isthmus Line, so that Henningsen had to clear them away
time and again. Walker also sent him to Masaya, but Henningsen
would not needlessly sacrifice men they could ill afford to lose, and
the next day Walker took command, proving Henningsen's point by
losing a third of the Phalanx killed and wounded. . . . The Allies
would not budge, and they followed when Walker withdrew to
Granada. They surrounded the city and Walker evacuated the bulk
of his army across the lake to Rivas, leaving Henningsen with 227 men
and 73 wounded to come later, after the town had been razed as a
military necessi.ty.
It was a severe measure, but also a dark hour for the filibusterers,
with the only good news being that Lt. Fayssoux in -the schooner
Granada with 28 men and two cannons had attacked a full-blown
Costa Rican brig which mounted six guns and carried a complement
of 114 men and officers, and blown it to kingdom come. Walker was
so proud of this victory it almost compensated for the loss of Granada,
and he considered Lt. FayssollX admiral of the southern seas and another Nelson and gave him an estate near Rivas for signal services to
the Republic.
Meanwhile in Granada the unsuing hero of the entire extravaganza
was Henningsen. He had the responsibility of the wounded and 119
civilians, the thankless job of razing that city, and Granada was under
constant attack. On September 24 the Allies had attacked at three
points, with Henningsen's artillery dispersing the main body, his stubborn riflemen resisting an advance on the plaza, but the wharves were .
lost and his escape by water cut, so now the filibusterers were beseiged
in a flaming town by Allies reinforced to the number of seven thou- Q
sand with new Leonnese traitors, mercenaries, scavengers and Costa
Ricans. The beseiged were threatened with no quarter unless they
surrendered, starvation and disease decimated their ranks, but Henningsen repulsed every Allied attack, and the grim demolition went
on, as Walker had ordered it.
Henningsen had seven guns and four mortars, and ammunition was
so scarce that retrieved cannonballs were fired back into the enemy.
There was·cholera and typhus in camp. The houses were burned except those in which the civilians and wounded were quartered, and the
filibusterers were exposed to the elements. There was apparently no
hope of being rescued by Walker. The cordon of the Allies drew
tighter every day, but the filibusterers prepared to die in their trenches
by the bayonet. They had no country, they were offered bribes and
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safe conduct to surrender, but Henningsen gave his replies at the can·
non mouth.
The enemy attacked daily and were repelled with terrible losses, but
their spirit did not falter, and the filibusterers, without ammunition,
sick and wounded and starving, seemed doomed, when Walker at last
came steaming over the lake with a small expedition to their rescue.
He stayed aboard himself, but Captain Waters landed with two
hundred Rangers and these fought their way through the besieging
Allies to Henningsen's relief in the most desperate assault of th.at war.
They cleared a path savagely through the enemy and when the cordon
closed, cleared it again, carrying the sick and wounded, and bringing
off all the civilians, and what remained of Henningsen's detachment
with its brave tattered flag flying. . . .
Granada was in ruins, at best a barren victory, and there would be I
no more recruits to this lost cause. At Granada the mortality had been
terrible;',along with the casualities, and these men could not be reo
placed:.",of 419 Americans who had defended and razed that city, 110
were kilIed or wounded, 40 deserted and 120 died of cholera and ty.
phus. The ~gures alone ~peak of the uncon~uer~d heroism. of these I
few adventu.!ers and theIr commander, fightmg m and razmg a be·
sieged city,;jhreatened with extermination and marching out unde·
feated, after having resisted sickness and wounds and famine and assault and bribery and hardships not even mentioned in the reports,
but the best was General C. F. Henningsen-the last to leave, the
beau ideal of this kind of mistaken chjvalry, who looked around at the
desolated city, and with a gesture worthy of Byron, struck a lance into I
the ashes, and his duty done, on the lance was a pennant of paper with
the sad words written AQUI FUE GRANADA!
It was a pity these good men had an affinity, almost a genius for
lost causes. For Walker's was lost, he was in desperate straits, with the
enemy closing for the kill, and his only hope a relief expedition under
Colonel Lockridge that tried to fight up the San Juan river, but this I
forlorn reinforcement was too late. Badly managed, hampered by the
British fleet, it was eventually destroyed by Sylvanus H. Spencer, a
renegade soldier-of-fortune who worked for Vanderbilt, an English
officer named Cauty, and Barillier, an ex-Zouave.
" Spencer had been an engineer on the lake steamers of Vanderbilt
and was ideally cast for the role of river pirate. After intercepting the
relief expedition, he had captured all the steamers and the forts on
the river and had moved up and taken the waters of Lake Nicaragua.
<
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The lifeline on the isthmus was cut altogether, and Walker was in
. Rivas, with the ocean at his back, surrounded by the Allies, and Costa
Rica took all the credit. Costa Rica issued a statement: "The main
artery of filibusterism is divided forever. The sword of Costa Rica has
severed it."
It was enough to make Sylvanus H. Spencer, and even the filibusterers laugh, for Vanderbilt had done this, and Spencer had twenty thousand dollars as a down \payment to show for it, together with a'lot of
Company stock the old Commodore had saddled him with, to make
him keen. Nor does W;alker fail to give credit to this base and murderous creature Spencer: who did not scruple for the sake of lucre to
imbrue his hands in th,e blood of his countrymen struggling against
intolerable odds to maintain their rights and beleaguered by cruel and
vindictive enemies, for Walker admits that, if it had not been for
Spencer, the Lockridge expedition would have come through and
taken the enemy in the rear, and the siege would have been lifted
and the war not lost.
For there was dissension among the Allies after Granada, cholera
in their camps, and they had suffered great losses in the fruitless attacks on Henningsen. Of the seven thousand Allies engaged during
the siege, Henningsen put hors de combat at least two thousand, while
fifteen hundred of these heroes deserted. The Allied commanders
blamed each other, and Nicaragua was tired of its liberators and
wanted to get back to simple and chronic revolution for themselves.
The Allies besieged Rivas, but it was not with the same heart.
The filibusterers at Rivas were 919, 0 . hich 500 were effectives.
, Henningsen and Walker both made sallies a inst the enemy, but to
no avail. The cathedral bells were melted down for ammunition. The
troops' rations were horse and mule meat. There was the usual cholera
and typhus in camp. The assaults were daily, and the Allies outnumbered the Phalanx ten to one.
Walker made use of generous promotions to bolster morale. He
I
addresseed his troops often, in the manner of the first Napoleon. Deserters were not mistreated by the Allies, and now there were desertions, though Walker said it wrung tears of agony from every truehearted man to witness this shame and dishonor in their coup,trymen
insuch crisis and the airwas tainted by their crime and degradation.
Henningsen won a last massive victory with a sally against the cordon at San Jorge, that killed and wounded five hundred Allies, but it
only brought about a vindictive counterattack and general assault: six
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hundred of the enemy making a feint at the hospital in Rivas, where
the doctors had to arm themselves to protect the patients, and the
Salvadoreans entering north of town with seven hundred whom
Walker drove back viciously, the Costa Ricans entering the north·
side with seven hundred, to be repulsed by the Mississippi Rifles,
while the south side was over-run with Guatemalans, whom Heningsen cleared of the streets with artillery.
After that the war was stalemated, but sooner or later, the ammuni·
tion would be exhausted and ,the filibusterers forced to surrender by
attrition. Walker knew it, and 'allo.wed American women and children
to be.evacuated to the sloop-of,-war St. Mary's whicq had been sent for
that purpose by the United States. The British frigate Esk was also
standing by, and had ordered the plucky little Granada to strike its
colors, and got a go-to-hell from Fayssoux, and Walker had been so
wroth he took time from the siege to make the British commander
apologize for this insult to the Nicaraguan flag.
Gaptain Davis, of the St. Mary' 5, then prevailed upon Walker to
surrender himself and his men to the United States, although Walker
held out'for guarantees from the Allies for the Nicaraguans who had
remained faithful to him, fearing reprisals. He then turned himseli
and his ~libiisterers over to Captain Davis-pointing out, not without
pertinence-that the flag of Nicaragua still flew over Rivas, while the
besiegerslJad only the flags of Costa Rica and Guatemala showing, and
those ob.Honduras and El Salvador.
Capt~i'n Davis had orders to attack the Granada, but there was a
difficulty in its seizure, even after Walker and the Phalanx surren·
dered, because Walker was reluctant to turn over his navy, which he
needed to return and take back the country. He had not renounced
the presidency of Nicaragua. Fayssoux would not give up the ship
without orders from Walker. The American sloop-of-war brought all
its guns to. bear on the Granada, but Fayssoux merely prepared to do
battle with the United States, and most certainly would have, if the
written order had not come from Walker to surrender the schooner.
The evacuation was orderly, with Henningsen spiking the guns and
destroying materiel, and the filibusterers were embarked on various
ships. They were in rags, vermin-infested, starved and suffering from '
wounds and fever. Henningsen, with his curious detached personality
now made a last estimate of the three thousand filibusterers engaged
in this Central American venture and found fifty-five per cent lost by
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death and illness and desertion, thirty-four per cent killed and
wounded, and only eleven per cent surrendered to Captain Davis.
Walker's last general order at Rivas read: "Reduced to our present
position by the cowardice of some, the incapacity of others, the treac~
ery of many, the army has yet written a page of American history which
it is impossible to forget or erase. From the future, if not the present,
we may expect justice."
to the Allies. These were furious .
at the United States intervening, and went back to quarreling among
themselves. Everybody wanted a slice of Nicaragua, even Honduras
and El Salvador, and Guatemala demanded the province of Le6n.
Costa Rica demanded the Transit Route in no uncertain terms, to
keep it safe for Vanderbilt and went so far as to declCJre war on Nicaragua, when it was not released to them, but this was called off because
of the .return of Walker in 1858.
Everything in Nicaragua had returned to normal: with revolutions
as usual, discord and dissensions and doubledealing, reprisal, and Vanderbilt not paying anybody, England collecting· the Customs, and
I statues were put up in the plazas to commemorate the heroes who expelled Walker from the sacred soil of liberty and Central America.
But in the United States, Walker vowed to return, he vowed it by all
the bones of the mouldering American dead in the jungles, on the
isthmus, at Mayasa, at Le6n, at Rivas, at glorious Granada. He would
return in the face of the reproaches of the backward people for whose
I welfare they had died, and he would let no man tear the laurel from
f their graves wherever they may lie..
Walker protested he had been betrayed, harassed by great powers
and private interests, and coerced into surrender by the United States
Navy. In New Orleans he and his staff were tried and acquitted of
I the charge of violating neutrality laws, and Walker brought down the.
house with the statement: "I have yet to learn that men, seeking to
maintain their fights in the perpetuation of Southern institutions, of
which they have been unjustly deprived by foreign and abolitionist
interference, are to be restrained by a Southern jury, and willingly
trust our case to their decision."
The bands played Hail Columbia when Walker and his brilliant
~ staff appeared in the theatre at New York. The ovations were tremendous, that is until the rank and file of the filibusterers began arTHERE HAD BEEN NO CAPITULATION
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riving from Panama: miserable wretches, destitute and sick, complaining of the inhuman indifference of Walker, and that they had practically been abaneJoned in the tropics.
However, Walker was again recruiting, and paid little attention.
Like a wild beast m~ddened by its wounds, Walker was determined to
return and regenerate the stubborn ungratefullittle country of Nicaragua. Doubleday was back in the fold. He did not approve Walker's
sentiments exactly, but Walker had a ready reply for his romantic
scruples, "I am not contending for the world's approval, but the Empire of Central America."
The watchword was "We'Il meet at Philippi."

THE SECOND EXPEDITION was made up of Anderson, Hornsby, Fayssoux,
von Natzmer and 270 recruits in a little vessel that slipped out of New
Orleans 'one night without lights and landed them at Puntas Arenas,
where later they were joined by Walker, and waited for reinforcements to arrive under Henningsen.
Anderson prepared the movement inland by taking Fort Castillo'
and a few of Vanderbilt's steamers, but just as Henningsen was due to
arrive with artiIIery and materiel and Walker begin his triumphal return to Rivas, the steam frigate Saratoga, mounting fifty guns and
flying the broad pennant of Commodore Paulding of the United
States Navy, anchored directly opposite the filibusterer camp. It was
supported by two American men-at-war, and two British vessels.
These combined navies landed marines who effectively got between
F!Jrt CastiIIo and the filibusterer camp and blockaded the San Juan
nver.
Walker sent a protest to Commodore Paulding against this violation of neutrality, but the only answer was the Saratoga training its ,
guns broadside on Walker's camp, and putting out smaIl boats with
howitzers to take the filibusterers in custody. ,
Walker surrendered, but under duress.
I
Thereupon Commodore Paulding wrote this rather incredible letter
to his wife: "Upon this (the order to surrender), he came to see me,
and this lion-hearted devil, who had so often destroyed the lives of
other men, came to me, humbled himself and wept like a child. You
may suppose it made a woman of me, and I have had him in the
cabin since as my guest. You would think, to see him and the Captain
and myself, that he was\ one of us. He is a sharp feIlow and requires a
sharp feIlow to deal with him. I have taken strong measures in fore-

I
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, ing him from a neutral territory. It may make me President or may
cost me my commission."
It wasn't only Walker who bad delusions of grandeur.
It all goes to show, then as now, on what flimsy pretenses the president expected to. be elected, but Commodore Paulding had definitely
, acted without authority, and Walker once back in the United States
turned on him ferociously. He backed the stuffy Commodore into a
corner and demanded through Congress that the United States· return himself and his men to their country from which they had been .
forcibly removed and even kidnapped, and that the Commodore be
made to apologize and salute the Nicaraguan flag.
" The administration of President Buchanan was definitely embarrassed, nor did Walker shrink from abusing the President. He pointed
out that Buchanan openly advocated the annexation of Cuba, but
that he Walker, was the president of his own country in Central
America, and treated, like a felon. The Walker-Paulding imbroglio
. was very heated, with Walker making a fine appearance in Congress.
. Paulding was publicly censored, but Walker came off second-best,
with his popularity waning.
had had his day.
There was no longer privy support of filibusteri~m. The United
States had begun to wonder at the wisdom of Manifest Destiny: of
grafting the disturbed and alien peoples of Central America on the
I body politic-of this great country, that could not settle its own question of slavery, even if Wm. Walker by any chance did tum his con~ quests over to the United States.
He was no longer regarCled as successful. Yet Walker planned a
third ~xpedition and his own Transit Company. It was called the
• Southern Emigration Society. Th~ United States Navy was alerted,
with instructions to apprehend the expedition on the highse~. EngI
land patrolled the Mosquito Coast, but nevertheless Walker and ,
above a hundred filibusterers evaded these navies and landed in Honduras.
Walker immediately took the fort at Truxillo, and made his last
and fatal misf:9.ke by declaring the port free. For the custom~ were
mortgaged to Great Britain, and England's fury sent the HMS Icarus,
Novel Salmon commanding, to demand that Walker return the funds
instanter, and surrender himself and his renegades to Her Majesty.
Walker was forced to flee towards Cape Gracias to avoid capture,
THE GREY-EYED MAN OF DESTINY

I
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and here the filibusterers took refuge among the Carib Indians. The
Icarus followed them patiently along the coast, and finally starvation
and fever caused the filibusterers to surrender: they were assured by
the British Commander they would be treated as prisoners of war and
returned to the United States. Eventually they were, all except
Walker, who was straightaway turned over to the authorities in Trux· !
illo like a common criminal. Walker's old enemy Guardiola was now
President of Honduras, and Walker was well aware of the fate await· I
inghim..
He was very bitter about this last treachery of the English. He had
the right to take Truxillo, since Honduras was technically still at war
with Nicaragua, and h~ pointed out for posterity that he was still
President of Nicaragua. T1}e conduct of Captain Salmon, in receiving
his surrender and then tutning him over to his enemies, Walker de·
plored, saying it reflected on the honor of a British officer, but Walker
realized it was no use protesting and he prepared calmly to die.
Mter six days in prison, he was awakened one fine morning, and
confessed himself to the priest-for Walker had embraded the Cath·
olic faith under Father Vigil in Rivas-and he was marched out at
eight o'clock and shot against a ruined wall. A second volley was fired
into the body where it lay kicking on the ground. Finally the officer in
command of the execution discharged a revolver in Walker's face,
mmiliating it beyond recognition. t\nd so died the greatest filibusterer
of all, groveling in the dirt.
Nobody ever said he didn't deserve his fate, but there was some·
thing brave and noble about Walker. He was no mere vulgar ad·
venturer. He had'moral force and integrity, but as has been written he
was "mastered by, rather ~an master of, his dreams, ~th a blind be·
lief in his own destiny, unable to receive advice or suggestions, sadly
lacking in knowledge of human nature, greedily hastening to seize
supreme power, unable to conciliate opposition, utterly wanting in
tack and diplomacy" and the wopder is that he got so far. Had he sue·
ceeded in his desperate enterprises, as he almost did, Walker might
today be a name in America like Bolivar, or Washington.
I

,

WHEN HE DmD, filibusterism died with him. Henningsen said it woul
never die, that a thousand men would rise to vindicate the memory 0
Walker, and Nicaragua would be retaken and regenerated as his monu
ment, but the fabulous soldier-of-fortune was wrong: there were n
men to rally to the cause, none like those who followed Walker, an
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, there was never to be again another leader to replace him. He was the
last, as.well as the greatest of the filibusterers.
All the young adventure and energies of the United States were
now to be dissipated in the Civil War, which was bigger and better
than any lost cause ever dreamed of in Central America, and all the
sad adventurers were to go down fighting for the South. Henningsen,
and Fayssoux and Hornsby and Anderson and von Natzmer and many
another filibusterer became but names lost in the musty records of
old battle lists of Shiloh, the Wilderness, Vicksburg, Atlanta.

I

'John Houghton Allen, best known for his book Southwest, has contributed a number of articles and poems tcWMQ. His work has also appear~d in Holiday, Southwest Review and other magazines.
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